Abstract: Much scholarly interest surrounding Ian McEwan's Atonement has focused on the abrupt shift that occurs in the novel 's final section, "London, 1999." This essay 
Briony's revisions as her attempt to truly understand them as human beings. As such, he concludes that, even though "Robbie and Cecilia's happiness cannot be restored to them [,] […] the attempt to imagine the feelings of others is perhaps the one corrective that we can make in the face of continuing human suffering" (82). More recently, Richard Robinson has argued that "[t]he novel's metafictional identity" is "designed to modify modernist claims for the autonomy, monumentalism, and transcendence of literature" (475). Based on the many revisions of Two Figures, "Briony, once the modernist, is now a parodied demiurge of nineteenth-century realism" (Robinson 488) . What, then, should we make of Briony? Is she a stubborn modernist, an empathetic author, a godlike throwback to an earlier era, or something else entirely?
The difficulty of answering such a question demonstrates the richness of
McEwan's novel. To add to the challenge, we must be careful to distinguish between the two novels present in Atonement. thoroughly marked as a denouement that the more significant revelations of the concluding paragraphs -especially the deaths of Robbie and Cecilia during the war and, therefore, the entirely fictional nature of the encounter between the trio in Part Three -indeed deliver the "shock" described by Albers and Caeners. Pitiless, because they described events as they actually happened -Robbie dying during the retreat at Dunkirk and Cecilia killed in an Underground station during the Blitz -instead of the more optimistic version that allows for the lovers' reunion and Briony's potential atonement. Kathleen D'Angelo concurs, disparagingly, with Briony's assessment of her doubling back: "Briony's narrative, then, is little more than an updated version of the romantic melodrama of her youth" (100). James Phelan shares this dissatisfaction, arguing that Briony's interest in romance comes at the expense of realism: "Had she been more interested in realism here, she would have followed through on revealing the grim consequences of her transgression. Her failure to do that, in a sense, is to turn away from her quest to atone" (331-32). Significantly, the adult Briony anticipates these criticisms by explaining, "I like to think that it isn't weakness or evasion, but a final act of kindness, a stand against oblivion and despair, to let my lovers live and to unite them at the end. I gave them happiness, but I was not so selfserving as to let them forgive me" Unlike her publisher, Briony does not fear the Marshalls. Here again, she allows the story's demands, not her publisher's concerns, to dictate her work's final form. While she is willing to change an unhappy ending to one in which the lovers are reunited, she will not allow Cecilia and Robbie to forgive her for her hasty accusation, and she certainly will not allow external pressures to force her to alter the plot or obscure Paul's and Lola's identities. In making these decisions, Briony chooses fiction over truth, in keeping with her long, celebrated career as a novelist.
These refusals get at the heart of "London, 1999" -and Atonement more 5 Phelan makes a convincing case that the break between the "historical record" and Briony's fiction occurs when she leaves the café on her way to Cecilia's: "she felt the distance widen between her and another self, no less real, who was walking back toward the hospital. Perhaps the Briony who was walking in the direction of Balham was the imagined or ghostly persona" (311). According to Phelan, "the historical Briony returns to the hospital while her ghostly persona continues to her wish-fulfilling journey to Cecilia and Robbie" (334). 6 The ethical implications of Briony's decision are worthy of greater scrutiny than is possible within the confines of this essay. Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that McEwan gives no indication that Briony intends to publish her version as non-fiction; if she publishes her work as fiction, the decision to fabricate some parts of the story is certainly within her rights. For lengthier treatments of this issue, see Cormack; Letissier; O'Hara.
Briony readily admits the problem she faces: "how can a novelist achieve atonement when, with her absolute power of deciding outcomes, she is also God?" (350). On the one hand, this invocation points to the modernist belief in the supreme power of the artist. But, in this case, Briony is the sole judge of her fate, within her version of the novel, as she controls the outcome of the plot and knows she is free to write whatever she wants -partly because she will not live to face public scrutiny when the novel is finally published and partly because she is writing fiction and has no obligation, beyond that which she imposes on herself, to the factual truth. In the end, she decides that "[i]t was always an impossible task, and that was precisely the point. The attempt was all" (351). If this were true, why not stop with one of the previous drafts? Beyond the fact that her dementia will someday make it impossible for her to continue writing, I believe she stops here because she has finally realized that a literal retelling, while in keeping with the "historical record," is insufficient for her purposes. She tried,
with Two Figures by a Fountain, to capture events from all three points of view in one story, but it left her with nothing but a "crystalline present moment" (294).
Over the years, she moves from modernist experimentation of the Woolfian variety to a more straightforward, realist approach, presumably to no effect. Langdon thus falls for the trite notion that true stories are inevitably more "powerful" than fiction, but she takes this a step further by arguing that they are 8 The James Frey and J.T. Leroy scandals, in particular, serve as reminders of what happens when American readers feel cheated by fake authenticity. Frey's A Million Little Pieces was billed as a memoir, though he later admitted to taking liberties far beyond conflating three hospitals into one. The subsequent uproar led Random House to refund the cost of the book and Oprah Winfrey to castigate the author on national television. On the other end of the spectrum, JT LeRoy's first three books were published as fiction but benefited greatly from "his" salacious past as a teenage runaway and truck stop prostitute living with AIDS. In the end, LeRoy was exposed as a persona created by female writer Laura Albert, who hired an actress to dress up as the male author for events. Once again, the books' sales dropped once readers learned that they were not rooted in personal experience. experience in London at the same time, the first 330 pages would not have the power to grip us as they do, nor would we feel such a jolt when the "truth" of these characters' lives emerges at the end. This power, no matter its "offenses against veracity," separates fiction from the "bleakest realism" against which Briony rebels and allows it to transcend the "raw materials" of ordinary life. Both
McEwan and his fictional author face the same challenge: how to craft a compelling story out of the "historical record." In McEwan's case, this requires selective use of additional sources, while Briony must decide which parts of her life to borrow wholesale and which to manipulate. Importantly, this is a challenge faced by all writers, not just stubborn modernists or game-playing postmodernists, as is evident by the range of supporters who came to McEwan's defence during the plagiarism accusation. Ultimately, Briony transcends the categories mentioned at the beginning of this article, just as her author does. All
